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The Galapagos Islands and Darwin’s (en) tangled Bank 
 
1597 words 
In his brief workshop paper I will attempt to give participants/readers an outline of the 
vulnerability of islands, in particular the Galapagos Archipelago in Ecuador where my 
partner and I carried out three years of research into the breeding biology of two bird 
species, the flightless cormorant (Nannopterum harrisi) and the greater flamingo 
(Phoenicopterus ruber ruber). The paper will not confine itself only with sea islands 
but will include islands or stands of vegetation remaining after the surrounding region 
has been cleared for agriculture, ranching or towns, cities and suburbs, that is human 
utilisation. The paper will suggest one practical behavioural change individuals might 
adopt to help increase biodiversity and extend natural corridors. It will end by asking 
some questions about human motives for change and moral decisions (Kohlberg). 
 
I saw a bright red butterfly today. It fluttered across and explored the blossom on a 
small island of biodiversity in my suburban front garden. This is MY tangled bank 
first spoken of in the final paragraph of Charles Darwin’s “The Origin of Species”. I 
see it as an island refuge for local biodiversity including a rich mixture of both 
endemic and introduced plants, insects, and reptiles (such as skinks and eastern water 
dragons). The motley mixture of plants fight it out for precedence with an occasional 
helping hand from me when one becomes too dominant and endangers another by 
threatening to take over the territory and ‘squeeze’ it out of its precious space. 
Blossoms of wonderful colours attract bees, butterflies and insects before moving on 
to who knows where. In my heart I hope another tangled bank awaits them. My desire 
would be for corridors of tangled bank islands to develop along streets in suburbia to 
oust the manicured lawns we inherited from England many decades ago. 
 
SKINKS IN THE SUN 
 
Summer 
The warm sun heats the cement 
Two skinks encircle each other. 
They seem as one; like a coiled snake 
Slowly they slither over each others bodies 
Round they go; over and over. 
He grabs her neck and flips her over 
She rights herself  
They continue the dance of desire 
The circle slowly moves down the slope 
Repeating their playful antics. 
The persistence of procreation! 
She’s had enough now 
And begins her slow halted getaway 
Pausing at intervals for his slow pursuit 
Until they reach the undergrowth. 
The afternoon of frolics is over 
All is still 
 
Separate disconnected stands or islands of vegetation are vulnerable as are true 
islands. Whether surrounded by sea, sterile monoculture or sprawl, the fauna and flora 
struggle and are depleted. Many become extinct, endangered and rare. The method for 
calculating the fate of species is based on Edward O Wilson’s island biogeography 
theory developed in 1963. Wilson proposed that the number of species doubles with a 
tenfold increase in the area of the island. 
 
When the lighthouse keeper of Tasman Island, South of New Zealand finally vacated 
his lighthouse home, his pet cats were left behind to breed unchecked. The vulnerable 
bird life was decimated by the 50 plus feral cats that roamed the island hunting for 
food. 
 
Barrow Island off the Pilbarra Coast is vulnerable for another reason. The rich 
wildlife including many miniature wallabies could be wiped out by the natural gas/oil 
exploration as well as the military fatigues of the Australian Army. Like the island of 
Baltra in the Galapagos Islands where the airport now stands, Baltra is totally barren 
because of the American Air force being stationed there in the Second World War. 
The wildlife was used for shooting practice and everything was eradicated.  
 
Hawaii once had 135 different types of birds. All but 11 are now extinct. What was 
known as the Hawaiian petrel no longer exists on the Hawaiian Islands. Some breed 
on The Galapagos Islands and are now known as the Galapagos petrels. They are 
extremely vulnerable because they nest on the ground in lava tubes on the volcanic 
islands. Their eggs and chicks are prey for the hundreds of black rats introduced from 
ships visiting the islands and feral cats introduced with settlement more recently. Bob 
Tomkins an Australian researcher from Melbourne was working with these birds in 
the late seventies. 
 
New volcanic Islands like the Galapagos do not have the biodiversity of species found 
on the mainland. Some of the islands are geologically very young such as the most 
western and most recent island Fernandina, an active volcano which erupted in 1978 
during our sojourn. Most of the creatures on the islands have no fear of man. Tourist 
visitors have to walk around them as the birds have evolved without predators. 
 
The word Galapagos means tortoise and these islands when first discovered had 
thousands of giant tortoises roaming the mountains and coast. Each island has a 
distinctive sub-species that has evolved to take advantage of the unique type of 
vegetation. They tended to live in the highlands with the females coming down to the 
coastal beaches to lay their eggs. When sailing ships called in to the islands to obtain 
a source of fresh meat the tortoises were killed in their hundreds. Some of the meat 
was dried but tons went on board in the form of live tortoises tied in the holds 
carapace on carapace the remains after eating, thrown overboard. The easiest tortoises 
to obtain were those closest to the coast namely the nesting females. Some of the low 
lying islands lost most of their tortoises. The Island of Pinta is recorded as having a 
single tortoise remaining, a male who has been referred to as Lonesome George for 
the past 30 years. No female from the island of Pinta has been found. 
 
LONESOME GEORGE 
George he was a lonesome soul 
He lived his life alone 
He sought a mate, to be his love 
But sad to say, too late. 
The story that I shall relate, 
Is very sad but true 
It is about the very fate 
Of tortoise, George and crew. 
A giant tortoise from an Isle 
Out there in the Pacific 
The island’s name is Pinta 
If we wish to be specific. 
The giants were reduced so far 
By boats requiring meat 
There was not one to put a bar 
On tortoises to eat. 
The National Park came far too late 
To save the likes of George 
But, hopefully the other races 
Will reap the great reward 
Of living safely in the places 
Where nature and the Lord 
Intended them to be 
Unmolested and free 
On God’s earth for all to see. 
 
On the Island of Fernandina, the most western island in the Galapagos Archipelago 
cormorants that have lost the ability to fly, breed. They nest on coastal rocks and live on fish 
and squid for which they dive 4 or 5 metres into the ocean. This is the only place on earth 
where these birds are found and they are extremely vulnerable to a change in sea level or a 
flow of lava from the nearby volcano. It is rumoured that the recent Japanese tsunami reached 
the islands of the Pacific and raised the sea level by 1.7 metres. Have these birds survived? 
 
The twenty first century has been called by Arthur Marcel, QUT, “The Century of 
Uncertainty” (Ockham’s razor, April 17, 2011). Again, he uses the metaphor of rearranging 
the deck chairs on the Titanic to prevent the forthcoming cataclysm of the iceberg and 
shipwreck. No one believed the Titanic could sink and many refused to leave and use the life 
boats. He asks if we have reached the tipping point already and reminds us that the planet 
does not have life boats. 
 
We must ask the question, “Why don’t people care or believe the seriousness of the 
situation?” Leakey argues that people are unwilling to hear the message (that we are in the 
sixth extinction caused by man this time) or if they hear it are unwilling to believe it. There 
are thousands of species being lost every year. He argues that Homo sapiens is poised to 
become the greatest catastrophic agent since a giant asteroid collided with earth 65 million 
years ago wiping out half the world’s species in a geological instant (Leakey, 1996, p. 241). 
 
Leakey too argues that we dislike living with uncertainty. We dislike uncertainty about our 
origins therefore we need to invent gods, Adam and Eve etc. He claims that we dislike 
uncertainty about our future EVEN MORE and so we pray and believe in the certainty of an 
after life in heaven or hell. 
 
What is happening on our planet earth is uncertain. We are uncertain exactly what it will lead 
to. Are we one of the species that will be extinguished in the Sixth extinction/or will it just be 
SOME of us? If this is the case what is it that will ensure that I will be one of the survivors? 
Will money save me? Will I need to be living in a certain region for example nearer the poles 
or in the highlands (if the seas rise).Where else is safe? Bunkers have been constructed in a 
few parts of the world holding all the seed varieties for replanting after an apocalypse. 
 
In the hierarchy of moral development a theory proposed by Kohlberg, the ultimate the 
pinnacle of morality is acting for the good of the planet, he says. How many of us have 
reached this level? Are we taking notice now because a tax will hit our hip pocket? 
 
This background paper I hope will provide some valuable and important stimulus material for 
the workshop. 
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